Life at sea survey, 2012: seafarer attraction & retention survey report by Shiptalk Limited
World Maritime University
The Maritime Commons: Digital Repository of the World
Maritime University
Reports Library
5-2012
Life at sea survey, 2012: seafarer attraction &
retention survey report
Shiptalk Limited
Follow this and additional works at: http://commons.wmu.se/lib_reports
Part of the Social and Behavioral Sciences Commons
This Open Access Report is brought to you courtesy of Maritime Commons. Open Access items may be downloaded for non-commercial, fair use
academic purposes. No items may be hosted on another server or web site without express written permission from the World Maritime University. For
more information, please contact library@wmu.se.
Recommended Citation
Shiptalk Limited, "Life at sea survey, 2012: seafarer attraction & retention survey report" (2012). Reports. 51.
http://commons.wmu.se/lib_reports/51
LIFE AT SEA SURVEY 2012
Seafarer Attraction & Retention Survey Report
www.shiptalk.com/survey
Life at Sea Survey 2012
Seafarer Attraction & Retention Survey Report
Conducted November 2011 - January 2012
Published by:
Shiptalk Limited
Design Works
William Street
Gateshead
Tyne and Wear
NE10 0JP
Tel: +44 (0)191 4690877
Fax: +44 (0)191 4697940
Email: enquiries@shiptalk.com
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording or otherwise) without the permission of the publisher.
Copyright © Shiptalk Publishing
Published May 2012
£30
While this survey has been developed using the best research methods, it is intended purely
as guidance and is to be used at the user’s own risk. No responsibility is accepted by Shiptalk
Ltd, Shiptalk Recruitment Limited or by any person, firm, corporation or organization which 
has been in any way concerned with the furnishing of information or data, the compilation, 
publication or authorised translation, supply or sale of this survey, for the accuracy of any 
information or advice given herein or for any omission here from or for any consequences 
whatsoever resulting directly or indirectly from compliance with or adoption of guidance 
contained herein.
Preface and Acknowledgements
This research was sponsored jointly by Shiptalk Ltd (www.shiptalk.com)  
and The Sailors Society (www.sailors-society.org)
Thanks are expressed to the large number of seafarers from all over the world who took
time to complete questionnaires for the first in the series of our Life at Sea Surveys 2012 - 
2013. Without their assistance and continued support the success of this project will not be
possible.
Shiptalk Life At Sea Survey 2012   |   Seafarer Attraction & Retention 
© Shiptalk Publishing Shiptalk Survey 2012
i
Contents
List of tables and charts          ii
How can you access and use this survey?        iii
1.0	 Introduction	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1
2.0 Survey Results 
2.1 Responder Details:          2
2.1.1 Respondent Nationalities         3
2.1.2 Respondent Age          3
2.1.3 Respondent Gender          4
2.1.4 Age respondent first went to sea        4
2.1.5 Years served at sea
2.2	 Shipboard	Particulars:
2.2.1 Respondent Rank          5
2.2.2 Respondent Department         5
2.2.3 Type of Vessel           6
2.2.4 Current Flag           7
2.2.5 Trading Patterns of Current Vessel        8
2.3	 Seafarer	Attraction:
2.3.1 Reasons for choosing job at sea        9
2.3.2 Learning about employment opportunities at sea      10
2.3.3 Method of applying for first job at sea        11
2.3.4 Ship preference at start of career        12
2.3.5 Deciding on job type at start of year        13
2.3.6 Pre-sea Training Costs          14
2.3.7 Life and Work Expectations         15
2.4	 Seafarer	Retention:
2.4.1 Relationship & Lifestyle         16
2.4.2 First went to sea          17
2.4.3 Reasons for staying at sea         18
2.4.4 Most important factors of seafaring        19
2.4.5 Employment benefits recieved from employer       20
2.4.6 Employment benefits most wanted by employee      21
2.4.7 Existing onboard crew facilities        22
2.4.8 Most important onboard crew facilities       23
2.4.9 Most important joining issues         24
2.4.10 Crew Retention          25
2.4.11 The worst aspects of a career at sea        26
2.4.12 Intention of staying at sea         27
2.5	 Piracy	and	Vessel	Protection:
2.5.1 Piracy Attack Experiences         28
2.5.2 Piracy Attack Locations          29
2.5.3 Piracy Threat Job Retention         29
2.5.4 Piracy putting people off sea         30
2.5.5 Shipping company vessel protection        30
2.5.6 Operating to the guidance within Best Management Practices     31
2.5.7 Use of armed guard on vessels         31
2.5.8 Importance that private security companies are regulated     32
2.5.9 Effective fighting piracy methods        32
3.0 Conclusion           33
Shiptalk Life At Sea Survey 2012   |   Seafarer Attraction & Retention 
© Shiptalk Publishing Shiptalk Survey 2012
ii
Key: 
Table          Column Chart          Bar Chart          Doughnut Chart          Pie Chart          Map
List of tables / charts
Respondent Nationalities
Respondent Age
Respondent Gender
Age respondent first went to sea
Years served at sea
Respondent Rank
Respondent Department
Type of Vessel
Current Flag
Trading Patterns of Current Vessel
Reasons for choosing job at sea
Learning about employment opportunities at sea
Method of applying for first job at sea
Ship preference at start of career
Deciding on job type at start of year
Pre-sea Training Costs
Life and Work Expectations
Relationship & Lifestyle
First went to sea
Reasons for staying at sea
Most important factors of seafaring
Employment benefits recieved from employer     
Employment benefits most wanted by employee
Existing onboard crew facilities
Most important onboard crew facilities
Most important joining issues
Crew retention
The worst aspects of a career at sea
Intention of staying at sea
Piracy Attack Experiences
Piracy attack Locations
Piracy Threat Job Retention
Piracy putting people off sea 
Shipping company vessel protection
Operating to the guidance within Best Management Practices
Use of armed guard on vessels
Importance that private security companies are regulated
Effective fighting piracy methods
Page
2
3
3
4
4
5
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
29
30
30
31
31
32
32
Shiptalk Life At Sea Survey 2012   |   Seafarer Attraction & Retention 
© Shiptalk Publishing Shiptalk Survey 2012
iii
How can you access and use these survey results?
Individual	purchase	option
1) Bound copies of this report can be purchased from our website at:
www.shiptalksurvey.com at the price of £30 per report 
Corporate/Company	purchase	option
2) This purchase option is designed for a corporate or company who intend circulating the
results to their employees, making use of the results for internal or external company
presentations and/or in their own corporate literature. This option will also allow the
purchaser to undertake their own independent analysis of the raw data.
By selecting this purchase option the buyer will receive:
i) 5 x bound copies of the survey results
ii) A CD Rom containing a fully editable PDF of this survey report and an Excel spreadsheet
containing the raw data which we have collected to compile this report.
The corporate package can be purchased from our website at:
www.shiptalksurvey.com/corporate
The corporate package is available at a cost of £150
Shipping	Press/Seafarer	Charities
3) Electronic copies of this report are freely available to selected press, charitable
organisations. Please send your enquiry to enquiries@shiptalk.com
Notes:
The survey must not be reproduced in its entirety or sold by any third party without the prior
approval of Shiptalk Ltd.
Any free copies must not be circulated to any third party. Selected findings of the survey
maybe published provided accreditation is given to Shiptalk Ltd and any article directs 
readers to the following URLs:
www.shiptalkjobs.com/common/survey.php 
or
www.shiptalkjobs.com/survey_results
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Introduction  
It often comes as a surprise to those outside of the shipping industry but even in this modern 
age of information overload we still know little about the views of serving seafarers today.  
Facebook and Twitter feeds may constantly tell us all we need to know about people’s 
thoughts and activities around the clock, yet those working at sea remain comparatively 
unheard. 
Employers, it seems, are generally unaware of the thoughts of those serving on their ships, 
and the modern merchant mariner remains all too often out of sight and mind. Regrettably, 
instead of dialogue and feedback, there has long been only speculation and second-guesses 
filling in for the ignored voices of those labouring beyond the horizon. 
To counter this dearth of information, Shiptalk Recruitment Ltd re-launched its human 
element initiative, the “Life At Sea” surveys, to find-out exactly what serving seafarers think 
about so many aspects of their lives and jobs at sea. 
The initiative takes the form of five separate surveys running from late 2011 and throughout 
2012. The surveys are designed to obtain up-to-date perspectives on the issues that most 
concern modern seafarers, and contain vital intelligence for ship operators, legislators, 
manning agencies, academics, training establishments and anyone concerned with 
contemporary conditions at sea.  The findings give an important route map for anyone 
looking to attract, retain or manage people at sea, and demonstrate vividly how active 
seafarers view their sea-going careers and the issues affecting them.
Although this survey was conducted by Shiptalk and the survey is limited to users who are 
registered to Shiptalk, the number of respondents has significantly increased from 229 when 
the first Life at Sea survey was completed, up to 488 this time around. This represents a 
significant leap in respondents and provides a more robust data set.
This could also due to an increased awareness of the survey and a willingness to complete 
the questionnaire. However, it has been noted that the Shiptalk subscriber and reader 
numbers have also increased in the past four years. There are now over 400,000 monthly 
visitors across the portal of sites, in addition there are 32,000 subscribers to the Shiptalk 
newsletter, and a further 33,000 seafarers registered as job seekers through the recruitment 
areas of the Shiptalk family of websites. 
 
One area of surprise was the fact the number of non-seafarers looking to answer the survey. 
Over a hundred people wanted to share their views about life at sea, despite the fact that 
they were not seafarers. Their answers do not form part of this study.
1.0
Shiptalk Life At Sea Survey 2012   |   Seafarer Attraction & Retention 
© Shiptalk Publishing Shiptalk Survey 2012
2
Survey Results
Responder Details
Respondent	Nationalities
The seafarers who responded to the survey come from a wide background from countries 
across the global. However, United Kingdom, India and USA make-up 41.39% of the results 
and the UK representing 18.85% of the survey which is a 4.05% increase since 2007-08.  
As would be expected of an English language website, and a particularly specialised one at 
that, the result suggests that English speaking countries provide a large proportion of those 
surveyed.
2.0
2.1
2.1.1
What is your nationality?
Seafarer Nationality As % of all respondents
UNITED KINGDOM 18.85%
INDIA 15.16%
UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 7.38%
RUSSIA 5.74%
POLAND 3.48%
ROMANIA 3.28%
CROATIA 2.87%
ALBANIA AUSTRALIA 2.46%
IRISH REPUBLIC 2.25%
CANADA LATVIA
PAKISTAN SOUTH AFRICA
SWEDEN 1.84%
BULGARIA INDONESIA
NEW ZEALAND SPAIN
DENMARK SLOVENIA 1.23%
EGYPT GHANA 1.02%
BANGLADESH MALAYSIA
PHILIPPINES TURKEY
YUGOSLAVIA
FRANCE MEXICO
SYRIA
BELGIUM CZECHOSLOVAKIA
FINLAND GREECE
GUYANA IRAN
ISRAEL ITALY
JAMAICA NETHERLANDS
NORWAY PANAMA
TANZANIA VENEZUELA
ARGENTINA BARBADOS
BRAZIL CHINA, PEOPLE'S REP OF
COLOMBIA ETHIOPIA
GERMANY GUATEMALA
ICELAND KENYA
LIBYA NIGERIA
SINGAPORE SUDAN
SWITZERLAND THAILAND
0.20%
0.41%
0.61%
0.82%
1.64%
2.05%
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Respondent Age
The majority of respondents were within the 21-51 age bracket and the largest single group 
answering the survey (21.93%) were over the age of 51. Next largest grouping was in the 26-
30 category.
This reflects the age range of the Shiptalk readership. The fact that there was no dominating 
age range across the study is positive as it indicates some slowing of the aging profile of 
seafarers working at sea.  It is also seen as positive that the older range group should be 
engaged with their profession to the extent that they read online news and were happy to 
provide their views to the Life at Sea study.
Respondent Gender
Since the first Life at Sea survey in 2007-08 the number of responses from female seafarers 
doubled. This is extremely heartening however the news is tempered by the reality that in 
percentage terms the number remains low with only 33 (6.76%) female responders out of a 
total of 488.  
2.1.2
0.00%
5.00%
10.00%
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0.61%
7.17%
18.85%
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9.22%
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11.68%
21.93%
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What is your age?
2.1.3
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Age	respondent	first	went	to	sea
The results of this question are similar to previous results with a significant majority in the 
20-25 age range (43.85% - 214 respondents). 
Years served at sea
In terms of the number of years served at sea the results once again show a relatively even 
spread of seafaring experience across the whole range of years. The majority of respondents 
(19.88%) had served at sea for between 6-10 years. 
0.00%
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4.00%
6.00%
8.00%
10.00%
12.00%
14.00%
16.00%
18.00%
20.00%
Up To 1
Year
1 - 5 Years 6 - 10
Years
11 - 15
Years
16 - 20
Years
21 - 25
Years
26 - 30
Years
31 - 35
Years
36+ Years
3.89%
17.21%
19.88%
12.70%
10.86% 10.66%
6.35%
8.20%
10.25%
%
 o
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po
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Years At Sea
How many years have you served at sea?
2.1.4
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11.89% 11.27%
43.85%
7.38%
4.51%
%
 o
f r
es
po
nd
en
ts
Age when first at sea
How old were you when you went to sea?
2.1.5
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Shipboard Particulars
Respondent Rank
The majority of responders were from the senior ranks and although the spread of results 
is similar to the 2008 survey, the result indicate a reduction in senior ranks from 76.40% to 
61.28% and a rise in junior ranks from 23.60% to 38.72%. This may suggest a change in the 
make-up of crews or a greater response from the junior ranks.
There are some concerns however that those who were in senior ranks last time around have 
now left the sea, either through retirement or a shift to employment ashore.
 
Respondent Department
As with the previous survey, almost all respondents work with deck or engine departments 
(91.59% - 447).
This is not surprising given the make-up of ship complements; however there were a range 
of other options for respondents to choose. Upon review of the data it was noted that the 
options were perhaps too ambiguous, as they could be construed as sub-sections of the 
overriding deck and engine categories.
2.2
2.2.1
2.2.2
0.00%
5.00%
10.00%
15.00%
20.00%
25.00%
30.00% 27.46%
11.48%
22.34%
0.41%
17.62%
0.82% 1.02%
2.25%
4.10%
1.02%
2.25%
9.22%
%
 o
f r
es
po
nd
en
ts
Rank
What is your rank?
Chief Engineer
GP
Senior Ranks
Junior Ranks
What department do you work in?
Seafarer Nationality As % of all respondents
Deck 64.34%
Engine 27.25%
Catering 2.05%
Technical 1.84%
Hotel 1.64%
Dynamic Positioning 1.64%
Security 0.61%
Safety 0.41%
Medical 0.20%
Communications 0.00%
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Type of Vessel
Respondents work on a whole range of ship types with no particular type which stands out 
within the data. 
The highest proportion on crude oil tankers 11.68% (57). Comparison with the results of the 
2007 results show a fall in cruise ship responses from 17.90% to 7.38%. 
2.2.3
What is / was your current or last Ship type?
Type of Vessel %
Crude Oil Tanker 11.68%
Other 10.86%
Product Tanker 9.02%
Container 8.81%
Cruise Ship 7.38%
Offshore - Supply 6.56%
Bulk Carrier 6.15%
Chemical Tanker 5.33%
Tug - Towage 4.10%
Ro Ro
Anchor Handler
Ferry - Passenger
General Cargo
LNG Tanker
Offshore - Survey 2.46%
Yacht 2.25%
LPG Tanker 2.05%
Research 1.84%
Dredger
Heavy Lift
Ferry - Freight
Tug - Port Operations
Pipe Layer
Coaster 0.61%
Refrigerated Cargo
Car Carrier
FPSO
2.66%
1.02%
2.87%
1.43%
0.41%
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Current Flag
The results for the flag under which the respondents sailed naturally showed a diverse range 
of countries from across the world. 
The highest responses recorded where: United Kingdom (10.50%), Bahamas (10.20%) and 
Panama (8.60%). The other flags represented included Antigua and Barbuda, Australia, 
Bermuda, Marshall Islands, Malta, Singapore and the United States of America.
Current Flag %
United Kingdom 10.50%
Bahamas 10.20%
Panama 8.60%
Liberia 6.80%
United States 6.40%
Malta 4.70%
Singapore 4.50%
Marshall Islands 3.30%
Norway 3.10%
India 2.90%
Cyprus 2.70%
Denmark 2.50%
Bermuda Isle of Man 2.30%
Australia Italy 1.60%
Netherlands 1.40%
Albania Antigua and Barbuda
Canada China (Hong Kong SAR)
Egypt Luxembourg
Malaysia New Zealand
Saint Vincent and the Grenadines Vanuatu
Cayman Islands Greece
South Africa Spain
Barbados Belgium
Belize Indonesia
Mexico Portugal
St. Vincent & Grenadines Trinidad & Tobago
Brazil Finland
France Gibraltar
Germany Islamic Republic of Iran
Cambodia China
Croatia Georgia
Ghana Ireland
Jamaica Lebanon
Lithuania Korea
Morocco Russian Federation
Sweden Uruguay
Venezuela
0.20%
0.40%
0.60%
0.80%
1.00%
1.20%
2.2.4
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Trading	Patterns	of	Current	Vessel
Of the total responses the significant majority of respondents 59.02% (288) served on Deep 
Sea/Worldwide vessels. Offshore and Coastal represented 36.27% (177) with only 4.71% (23) 
of responses for Port/Inland Waters.    
2.2.5
15.57%
59.02%
20.70%
4.71%
What is / was the trading pattern of your current or last vessel?
Coastal
Deep Sea / Worldwide
Offshore
Port / Inland Waters
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Seafarer Attraction
Why did you go to sea?
Respondents were offered to make multiple selections for this question.
There is no surprise that seafarers want to work at sea for the money on offer, however there 
is some concern that a primary concern is to earn more than otherwise available in their 
home country. The major seafaring manpower providing nations are developing quickly and 
the wages for skilled employees are on the rise too, which poses a threat to the ongoing 
recruitment and retention of personnel.
42.01% (205) wanted a career at sea and 34.22% (167) wanted to “see the world”. Given the 
evolving trading patterns and shorter time in port, it could be that the respondents who saw 
seafaring as a way of seeing the world could end up disappointed, which again poses a threat 
to retention.
Possibly one of the most disappointing results of the entire survey was the fact that only 
7.58% (37) of respondents agreed that a sea going career is a well respected career. This is 
troubling on many levels and suggests that a number of high profile initiatives are failing to 
arrest the slide of the perceived standing of a career at sea.
If we do not address this troubling perception then it would appear likely that recruiting the 
well educated seafarers of the future will become ever more problematic.
2.3.1
2.3
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%
To see the world
For the money
Family tradition
I wanted a career at sea
Better career prospects at sea
I thought life at sea would be less stressful than at…
In my country a seagoing career is a well respected…
Working conditions better than at home
Better wages than jobs at home
34.22%
33.61%
12.91%
42.01%
15.78%
6.35%
7.58%
6.56%
34.02%
% of respondents
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Why did you go to sea?
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Learning	about	employment	opportunities	at	sea
The survey shows 56.56% (276) of responds learnt about employment opportunities at sea 
via friends and family. This does suggest that the word of mouth is still a continuing source 
of promoting a career even though the last Shiptalk reported (at the training conference in 
2007) that delegates may not be inclined to recommend a career at sea. 
With families and friends being such seemingly strong proponents of shipping careers, it 
could be that careers efforts should focus on relatives and friends. The use of social media, 
word or mouth marketing and other innovations needs to be explored to ensure that the 
people who play a vital role in promoting employment opportunities are given the facts, 
figures and resources to further get the message about seafaring careers out. 
Careers advice at school and university has increased with 23.57% (115) responses referring 
to this route into seafaring (2007-08, 15.8%). These more formal efforts are showing a slight 
increase in results, but it appears disappointing that the formal careers guidance resources 
are such a distant second place to informal family ties.  
2.3.2
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
Careers advisors at school/university
Friends and family
Government run employment centres
Non-Government Employment Agency
Recruitment campaign, via TV
Recruitment campaign in your local newspaper
Via the internet
Other
23.57%
56.56%
2.87%
5.33%
0.61%
5.12%
16.80%
18.24%
% of respondents
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How did you learn about employment opportunities at sea?
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Method	of	applying	for	first	job	at	sea
When applying for a career at sea, over a third (36.48%, 178) of respondents applied directly 
to the company they wanted to work for with 69 respondents 14.14% applying via a local 
crew manager. This is consistent with the previous results.
In keeping with the developments of online recruitment resources, it was seen that 9.43% of 
respondents applied online. This represented a significant rise from 3.50% reported in 2007-
08. Naturally, given Shiptalk’s role as an online recruiter then this positive shift is pleasing, 
however it indicates that much work is still to be done to make online resources deliver the 
same results are more traditional routes. 
There are possible factors behind the poor showing for online recruitment - the fact that 
many respondents would have started their career in the pre-internet days would, naturally, 
diminish the online focus.
 
However, even taking this into account the fact that comparatively few of the serving 
seafarers were recruited through online routes means that there is still huge potential for 
tapping into the internet and online social media as means of recruiting seafarers.
Studies ashore reveal that currently almost 50% of all job seekers use online resources. So 
there is much work to be done to ensure that those who wish to start a career at sea, or are 
looking for new shipping opportunities are able to find them simply, swiftly and easily online.
2.3.3
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%
I applied via a local crew manager
I followed a government led employment scheme
I applied for a job with the company my father had…
I responded to a newspaper vacancy advert
I applied online
My school/college helped me find employment with my…
I paid a manning agent to find me a job at sea
I applied directly to the company I wanted to work for
Other
14.14%
5.94%
3.07%
4.92%
9.43%
11.89%
4.51%
36.48%
9.63%
% of respondents
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When you were thinking about applying for a career at sea how did you apply?
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Ship preference at start of career
When asked about working on any particular ship type or another, 272 (55.74%) indicated 
that they would have been happy to work any type of vessel, when expressing a preference 
53 (10.86%) indicated passenger ships 46 (9.43%) indicated oil tankers. These results were 
very similar to those provided in 2007-08. 
The ubiquitous image of cruise ships still appears to win out in the battle for those wanting 
to go to sea. However the reality of the importance of tankers is recognised too. Interestingly 
given the launch of the mega container ships since the last study, only 1.43% stated container 
vessels as their inspiration for going to sea. 
Offshore vessels were a surprisingly popular choice, with 5.74% of respondents being 
inspired to embark on a career at sea by the vessels in this burgeoning sector. 
2.3.4
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
No I would have been happy to work on any type of…
Passenger Ships
Oil Tankers
Gas Tankers
Bulk Carriers
Container Ships
General Cargo
Chemical Tankers
Offshore industry vessels
Coastal vessels
Port or harbour vessels
Ferries
Coastal vessels
Other
55.74%
10.86%
9.43%
2.87%
1.43%
1.43%
2.87%
0.82%
5.74%
1.23%
0.20%
1.23%
0.41%
5.74%
% of respondents
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When you were thinking about a career at sea were you thinking of working on any one 
particular ship type or another?
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Deciding on job type at start of year
In answering the question “How did you decide what job you wanted at sea?”, almost half 
of the respondents (46.31%, 226) wanted to become a captain or senior officer. One in five 
(20.49%, 100) had an interest in engineering and one in ten (11.48%, 56) took the first job 
that was offered. 
These results are consistent with the previous survey, and do show that people wanting to go 
to sea do initially see it as a long term commitment and a through life career. 
Regardless of how many of their careers have developed it appears that those wishing to 
work at sea do so with a clear goal of reaching the echelons of the profession.  This appears 
to be positive and is perhaps something which companies looking to retain personnel can 
develop on.
2.3.5
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%
Family tradition
For health reasons I was restricted in what I could do
A job as a rating suited my qualifications
I had a interest in engineering
I wanted to become a Captain or Senior Officer
It was similar to my job on land
I did not decide, I took the first job that was offered
7.38%
0.82%
9.63%
20.49%
46.31%
3.89%
11.48%
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How did you decide what job you wanted at sea?
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Pre-sea Training Costs
The research indicates that 58.40% (285) of employees have to pay for their training and 
39.96% (195) had training costs met by their employer. 
It is interesting to note that more respondents are paying for their own training since 2007-
08, 52.80% and this may indicate an increasing trend for seafarers to pay for their own 
qualifications. 
If any single question in the survey highlights the potential problems in the recruitment 
system lie, then this would be it.  Despite the global downturn and various countries 
experiencing recession, there remains a shortage of well educated young people coming into 
shipping. 
Yet even in the face of this reticence to go to sea, it appears the industry is compounding this 
by charging would be seafarers to access the training they need to actually embark on their 
seagoing career. 
Almost 60% or respondents have been expected to not simply  want to go to sea, but to want 
it so much that they are willing to pay for the privilege. It seems that as recruitment figures 
drop then this is a requirement too far. 
In the United Kingdom much is being made of the fees which students are required to pay 
to pursue higher education – it had been hoped that many would therefore be tempted into 
seafaring as an alternative to the prospect of racking up debts to study. 
It would appear that in many instances the shipping industry is not heeding this lesson. 
By expecting people to pay to enter a career which this survey indicates is dropping in its 
perceived respectability then we are creating a barrier which is difficult for many to pass.
2.3.6
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
Yes I had to pay for all of my qualifications
No all of my training costs were met by my employer
in full
My employer gave me a loan
58.40%
39.96%
1.64%
% of respondents
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Did you have to pay for any of your pre-sea training?
Shiptalk Life At Sea Survey 2012   |   Seafarer Attraction & Retention 
© Shiptalk Publishing Shiptalk Survey 2012
15
Life	and	Work	Expectations
Respondents beginning a career at sea believed that this is a job for life and wanted to 
develop within the organisation/company 57.79% (282) (45%, 2007-08). 
Much has been made of the fact that seafarers no longer see their time at sea as being a “job 
for life” – but the responses indicate otherwise. Not only do they want it to be a job for life, 
but they want to develop as they progress. 
Sadly the shipping industry has not been able to instigate a formal, universal Continuing 
Professional Development (CPD) scheme. There have been noble efforts by organisations 
such as the Nautical Institute, but in the main these fail because employers do not place 
enough emphasis on them. In seeing that so many seafarers want to develop, perhaps the 
secret to ensuring not only job satisfaction, but career fulfilment is to ensure that the various 
stages of reflection, progression, learning and development are properly and adequately 
addressed. 
One in five wanted to remain at sea long enough to obtain some qualifications and 
experience and then look for a job ashore. This compares well with 30.6% reported in 2007-
08.  
 
The unfortunate reality remains that where there is a lack of a formal career ladder or means 
of progression then the most desirable employees look to forge their own path – and the fact 
that so many clearly see a career at sea as a stepping stone to a move ashore is an indication 
of this. 
2.3.7
When you chose to begin your career at sea did you think of it as a job for life?
Yes I thought of myself progressing through the ranks and retiring with a pension after a full 
life career at sea
57.79%
No I just needed to earn some quick money, maybe complete one or two trips and then find 
a job ashore
3.28%
No I wanted to remain at sea long enough to obtain some qualifications and experience and 
then look for a job ashore
20.70%
I wanted to stay at sea long enough to buy a / my house and then move back ashore 5.12%
I wanted to stay long enough to save money for when I am back ashore 6.15%
I knew when I had family responsibilities I would have to give up my life at sea 6.97%
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Seafarer Retention
Relationship	&	Lifestyle
The vast majority of respondents answering this question were home-owners. The only area 
of interest to note since the last survey was the drop in seafarers who are married, owned 
their own house and have children. These have decreased from 48% to 38.52% (188). 
This is something of a surprise, as we did not expect to see such a steep drop in the number 
of seafarers who have what has traditionally been seen as the hallmarks of “domestic” life. 
It is unclear whether this is a societal reflection or a maritime aberration, but a drop in 
seafarers having what would have been the trappings of what would normally be termed a 
“family life” should be of interest. 
The ties that bind people to a career are often considered to be houses, partners and 
children – in breaking these normative linkages there is possibility that seafarers will be more 
readily able and willing to shift their careers. 
2.4
2.4.1
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%
Single homeowner
Single living at home with parents
Single no fixed abode
Single (divorced) homeowner with children
Married homeowner
Living with partner homeowner
Married homeowner with children
Living with partner homeowner with children
10.66%
14.96%
5.94%
2.87%
17.83%
5.53%
38.52%
3.69%
% of respondents
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First went to sea
The results from the when did you first go to sea question seem to suggest the majority of 
the participants had moved straight from education (72.34%, 371) into their seagoing career. 
This showed a slight downward shift compared with the previous result, down from 80.8% in 
2007-08.
2.4.2
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%
Straight from school
Straight from college
Straight from university
I worked ashore and went to sea after I was made
redundant
After several jobs ashore I went to sea
After trying jobs at sea and ashore I then went back
to sea
Other
26.02%
25.41%
20.90%
3.48%
14.75%
3.89%
5.53%
% of respondents
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Reasons for staying at sea
The main reason for staying at sea (50.20%) is the salary that can be gained from seafaring, 
especially in instances where this figure cannot be matched ashore.
As stated previously salary is a natural primary concern, however as the cost of living and 
salaries rise in the most rapidly developing nations, there appears to be a risk that seafaring 
jobs will no longer command the local differentials in salary as they have done before.
This is very similar to previous results and again follows the same pattern seen with other results.
2.4.3
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
I earn a good salary that I cannot match ashore
I enjoy a high level of job satisfaction
I have a large number of dependents who rely on my salary
I am saving my salary to start a career/business ashore
I am saving to buy a house before moving ashore
I want to sail as Captain/Chief Engineer before coming
ashore
Working away from home suits me best
I want to work at sea until I retire
Other
50.20%
32.58%
11.89%
9.43%
6.56%
24.59%
10.66%
19.67%
8.40%
% of respondents
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Why do you stay at sea?
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Most important factors of seafaring
The most important factor for being at sea seems to indicate that salary is a big influence 
(76.23%, 372). This is followed by job satisfaction 54.71% (267) and time on leave 48.77% 
(238). 
The Life at Sea surveys can be used to form a picture of not simply what seafarers currently 
like or dislike, but make it possible to develop a recruitment package which will actually 
attract and then allow employers to keep the very best personnel. 
Seafarers, perhaps not unsurprisingly, want an adequate salary, they want to be satisfied in 
their work and they want the sea time to be fitted into an acceptable structure of time at on 
leave.
The respondents also indicated some interesting additional factors which they see as being 
key to their careers – they see promotion as being important, while (similar to employees 
ashore) they also believe that bonuses are important, especially for performance and to 
reflect seniority.
2.4.4
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%
Salary
Paid leave
Time on leave
Job satisfaction
Prospects for promotion
I am respected by my peers ashore
It provides me with the opportunity to see the world
76.23%
29.71%
48.77%
54.71%
19.26%
8.40%
22.54%
% of respondents
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Which of the following factors about your career at sea are the most important to you?
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Employment	benefits	recieved	from	employer
Respondents were offered to make multiple selections for this question.
For the benefits received by the employer, the results seem to be varied and wide ranging. 
Compared to the last report the percentage opting for paid leave (40.57% - 198) is similar to 
that of 2007 (45%).
The provision of Medical/health insurance benefits for employees has also decreased from 
35.4% to 20.70% according to the responses received.  
As alternative career options and increased salaries ashore bite into the recruitment and 
retention of seafarers it is concerning to see that the benefits which have been stated as 
being so important are actually less likely to be provided. 
An adequate salary is seen as the foundation on which the other benefits are built – they 
are reportedly of significant importance to seafarers, but it appears this fact is not being 
recognised by employers.
2.4.5
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%
Medical/health insurance for you
Medical/health insurance for you and your family
Pension
Savings plan
Paid study leave
Paid spouse/dependent travel to join you onboard
Unpaid spouse/dependent travel to join you onboard
Share options in the company
Bonus related pay
Seniority pay
Paid leave
All of the above
None of the above
Other
28.28%
20.70%
21.93%
8.61%
15.78%
11.48%
9.84%
6.56%
20.29%
23.16%
40.57%
2.66%
22.13%
5.33%
% of respondents
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Please tick which of the following employment benefits you receive from your employer.
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Employment	benefits	most	wanted	by	employee
Respondents were offered to make multiple selections for this question.
The most important employment benefits many of participants thought important and a key 
area was pensions at 57.58% (281). The second key area was health insurance for both the 
employees and their families. The third key area was paid leave. It is interesting to note that 
in the last survey the paid leave was the most important factor with a percentage of 45.9%. 
As a seagoing career becomes more piecemeal, and more likely to be spread across different 
companies, the issue of pensions can become forgotten or blurred. Seafarers want the same 
benefits of employment as their peers ashore, but it can be harder to access them as the 
career path becomes diffused. 
2.4.6
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
Medical/health insurance for you
Medical/health insurance for you and your family
Pension
Savings plan
Paid study leave
Paid spouse/dependent travel to join you onboard
Unpaid spouse/dependent travel to join you onboard
Share options in the company
Bonus related pay
Seniority pay
Paid leave
20.90%
51.02%
57.58%
16.39%
18.65%
10.86%
2.87%
10.66%
18.85%
15.98%
42.01%
% of respondents
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Please indicate which of the following employment benefits are most important to you 
even if you do not already receive them.
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Existing	onboard	crew	facilities
Respondents were offered to make multiple selections for this question.
Many of the respondents indicated there where a wide range of service on board a ship.  The 
most common feature provided on a ship was access to a telephone which was 70.08% (342) 
which was followed by gym/exercise equipment (57.99% - 283) and internet (52.87% - 258). 
There were no significant differences between the option and this broadly aligns with the last 
report. 
In keeping with the demise of the more “social” aspects of shipboard life, less ship’s now 
have a “bar” (19.67%), and many more focus entertainment around the provision of satellite 
television (34.63%).
2.4.7
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%
Internet
Access to a telephone
Swimming pool
Gymnasium/exercise equipment
DVD library
Book library
Satellite Television
Crew and Officer's bars
Electronic games consoles
Electronic/fax daily news service
All of the above
None of the above
Can receive emails
Can send emails
Other
52.87%
70.08%
17.62%
57.99%
50.82%
43.65%
34.63%
19.67%
26.64%
23.16%
5.94%
4.71%
54.92%
53.48%
2.05%
% of respondents
Ex
is
tin
g 
on
bo
ar
d 
cr
ew
 fa
ci
lit
ie
s
Please tick which of the following crew services you have onboard your ship
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Most	important	onboard	crew	facilities
Respondents were offered to make multiple selections for this question.
It is interesting to note, despite the growth in internet usage ashore and the availability of 
more competitive broadband packages for ships, that the telephone is still is still a popular 
service with 49.39% or respondents. The survey revealed that access to the internet was now 
the most important service for them to access to (according to 80.53% - 393 of respondents). 
These results are very similar to the last report. 
Rolling internet access out across shipping fleets is seen as critical to recruiting the next 
generation of seafarers, for whom social media and text communication are part of everyday 
life. Speaking at CMA Shipping 2012 in the United States, it was stated by industry experts 
that it is unrealistic to expect young seafarers to go to sea for months with no contact with 
the outside world. It has been felt that offering young seafarers internet access to social 
networking sites and allowing them to catch up on sport and news could also increase 
motivation and productivity. However this Life at Sea study, which has actually been 
completed by seafarers predominantly aged between 21 and 50, shows that internet access 
is a key concern not just for the young future seafarers, but for those currently at sea.  It has 
been seen that access to social media for personal use improves crew’s quality of life it can 
also help recruitment and retention.
The provision of satellite television was seen as important too (30.12%), but we were surprised 
to see that seafarers are not just clamouring for TV and internet access, as it was seen that 
gym and exercise equipment is important too (29.92%). This is actually rather heart warming, 
and shows that seafarers hold their health in such high regard. There are a number of schemes 
provided by various welfare organisations, and it is hoped that employers will look to ensure 
that seafarers have access to equipment and the support to ensure their time at sea is a healthy one.
2.4.8
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Internet
Access to a telephone
Swimming pool
Gymnasium/exercise equipment
DVD library
Book library
Satellite Television
Crew and Officer's bars
Electronic games consoles
Electronic/fax daily news service
Can receive emails
Can send emails
Other
80.53%
49.39%
6.76%
29.92%
8.61%
11.89%
30.12%
9.02%
1.84%
4.10%
20.70%
17.21%
2.46%
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Please indicate which of these services are most important to you even if you do not have 
them on your ship
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Most important joining issues
Respondents were offered to make multiple selections for this question.
For the ‘pick the most important issues to you when deciding whether or not to join a ship’ 
question there is no dominating reason. The survey shows that the ships condition/age, the ship 
type, the trip length and on-board living conditions are important issues when deciding to join a 
ship. 
It is interesting to note that no reason for joining a ship dominates. This could perhaps suggest 
that seafarers do not in actuality do much research pre-deployment, they simply go where the 
job is. 
While no single factor currently dominates, the fact that shipboard conditions dictate as strongly 
as the contractual issues such as duty length is telling. With the Maritime Labour Convention 
(MLC 2006) requirements soon to be in place, it could be that the conditions onboard will 
dominate ever more in this regards. 
2.4.9
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%
Ship type
Trip length
Leave ratio
Crew nationality
Ship condition/age
Company safety/security record
Geographical trading pattern
Shore leave
Standard of food served onboard
Onboard living/working conditions
Timely payment of salary
Crew rotation to ensure you sail with the same…
35.45%
32.99%
26.64%
6.35%
40.78%
25.61%
11.89%
7.79%
15.37%
38.32%
33.81%
5.74%
% of respondents
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Pick the most important issues to you when deciding whether or not to join a ship
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Crew	Retention
Respondents were offered to make multiple selections for this question.
The main aspects that would keep employees at sea are; More money (62.09%, 303), better 
financial employer benefits (49.59%, 242), shorter trip lengths (42.42%, 207) and better 
employment benefits (39.14%, 191). Similar results were obtained in the last report in 2007-08.
This feedback tallies with existing studies in which it has been indicated that pay is a “turn-off” 
for many seafarers. It seems that a boost in salary combined with better use of financial benefits 
and incentives would assist in retention efforts. 
2.4.10
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%
Shorter trip lengths
More money
Better employment benefits
Better career prospects at sea
Larger crews
Single nationality crew rather than multi national…
Better onboard living conditions
Paid study leave
Better financial employment benefits, pension etc
Other
42.42%
62.09%
39.14%
19.26%
7.17%
5.74%
31.97%
10.66%
49.59%
4.92%
% of respondents
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What would keep you at sea?
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The worst aspects of a career at sea
Respondents were offered to make multiple selections for this question.
The main indication from the results suggest that the worst aspect of being at sea is being away 
from family, friends and loved ones (61.48%, 300). Combined with the responses to “being away 
from children” being a major issue (20.08%, 93), then almost a third of respondents are affected 
by the distance from relatives and contact with those at home. 
Naturally, the “going to sea” aspect of a career spent going away to sea will always impose this 
kind of isolation – but it is to be hoped that technology can perhaps fill the void to an extent. 
It was troubling to note that almost 13.11% of respondents suffered from loneliness,  and 
employers would be well served to note the links between loneliness , stress and depression.
There were other negatives too - with a wider range of other reasons indicated, but the most 
positive aspects of the responses to this question was the very small number of seafarers who 
cited bullying (just 2.05%), or lack of respect (1.23%) as negatives which they experienced. 
There may be problems with a seafaring career, the tough realities of the disconnect from 
home, but it seems that in keeping with the very traditions of the sea that seafarers continue to 
be there for each other. Despite the pressures, loneliness and uncertainties it appears that very 
few suffer bullying, victimisation or from a lack of tolerance. 
2.4.11
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%
Long time spent apart from family, friends and…
Time spent away from your children
Onboard living conditions
Lack of shore leave
Loneliness
Difficult to keep in contact with home
Fear of being treated like a criminal
Piracy
Concerns over accidents at sea
Concerns over bullying
A lack of respect for my religion and culture…
Fatigue
Too few crew members to share the work load
Lack of onboard recreational facilities
Too much paper work
Lack of career opportunities
No privacy
61.48%
20.08%
16.80%
17.83%
13.11%
14.75%
15.78%
24.39%
9.84%
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1.23%
19.67%
15.98%
6.56%
24.39%
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3.28%
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What are the worst aspects of a career at sea?
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Intention	of	staying	at	sea
There was an extreme of responses to this question, which paints a rather confused picture. 
40.16% of respondents stated their intention to staying at sea all their working life, however this 
was contrasted with the fact that 18.24% claimed they intended staying at sea the least time 
possible.
This juxtaposition is somewhat surprising, and paints a confused picture of what it means to 
be a seafarer today. Many want to remain at sea, but many want to leave as soon as possible, a 
suitably contrary view which is perhaps in keeping with what it is to be a seafarer.
2.4.12
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%
All my life
The least time possible
Until I finish my cadetship
Until I qualify as a senior officer
Until I pay for a / my home
Until I pay off my debts
Until I get married
Until I have children
Other
40.16%
18.24%
0.00%
8.81%
4.92%
3.89%
1.64%
2.87%
19.47%
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 Piracy and Vessel Protetion
Awareness of Piracy
In the first Life at Sea survey we did not include questions on specific concerns, but the 
continued problems of piracy at sea prompted us to include these in the study.  This decision 
was borne out by the fact that concerns over piracy have doubled since the last survey. As 
perhaps expected, the responses paint a vivid image of the realities of piracy and the fact that it 
is increasingly affecting ever more seafarers. 
Piracy has directly affected a significant number of the seafarers who have completed the Life 
at Sea surveys. Almost 1 in 4 (24.90%) of the serving seafarers questioned have experienced a 
piracy attack. From a recruitment and retention perspective over 1 in 5 (22.50%) would consider 
leaving their job due to the threat from piracy, while over 1 in 2 (61.67%) believe piracy does put 
people off going to sea. 
Just over half of those surveyed thought that shipping companies are not doing enough 
to protect vessels (51.67%). However the vast majority (89.1%) stated shipping companies 
operated to the guidance within best management practices (BMPs) when in the high risk area. 
This strongly indicates that seafarers do not perceive BMPs to be adequate protective measures. 
When asked about additional protective measures a wide range of responses were given with 
respect to the most effective methods in fighting Piracy. The use of armed guards was the most 
popular option with 60% (72). They was strong support for Naval presence (24%) and crew 
training (43.33%). 27.50% agreed with action ashore as the most effective method. 
Nearly 3 out of every 4 (73.95%, 88) support the use of armed guards on their vessels, but this is 
tempered with the fact that 41.70% have concerns about having weapons on-board the vessel. 
A high number of responses (88.33%) thought it is important that private security companies 
are regulated.
Piracy	Attack	Experiences
2.5
2.5.1
24.90%
75.10%
Have you experienced a piracy attack?
Yes
No
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Piracy	Attack	Locations
Piracy	Threat	Job	Retention
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2.5.3
22.50%
77.50%
Would the threat of piracy make you leave your job at sea?
Yes
No
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Piracy	putting	people	off	sea
Shipping	company	vessel	protection
2.5.4
2.5.5
61.67%
38.33%
Do you think piracy puts people off going to sea?
Yes
No
48.33%51.67%
Do you feel your shipping company does enough to 
protect your vessel?
Yes
No
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Operating	to	the	guidance	within	best	management	practices
Use of armed guards on vessels
2.5.6
2.5.7
89.08%
10.92%
Do you operate to the guidance within Best 
Management Practices when in the High Risk Area?
Yes
No
73.95%
26.05%
Do you support the use of armed guards on your vessel?
Yes
No
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Importance that private security companies are regulated
Effective	fighting	piracy	methods
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Do you think it is important that private security 
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Which methods do you think are most effective in fighting piracy?
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Conclusion
The Life at Sea Attraction and Retention Report raises some extremely interesting point, some 
are positive, but there are negatives too. In looking at the responses given it is possible to 
develop a plan which would aid not simply the attraction and recruitment of seafarers, but the 
retention too.
The most positive aspects were to do with the profile of the respondents themselves – there 
was engagement across all age groups, and the number of female respondents were up too. 
It was seen that salary levels are of significance to seafarers, but that they also want to access 
additional benefits too. There was a sense of seeing the wider career picture, and of wishing to 
be afforded a package which better reflects those on offer to peers ashore. 
The fact that salary and cost of living levels continue to rise in the major manpower supplying 
nations, there is a concern that where seafarer remuneration does not keep pace with these 
rises, then the motivation to continue at sea will be eroded – which potentially damaging 
recruitment and retention results.
Aside from the salaries on offer it was clear from the study that seafarers want to have a more 
defined career path.  There are concerns that the lack of a recognised industry scheme of 
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) makes it harder for seafarers to  follow the most 
suitable pathway for their own career. 
The provision of welfare resources was also important – the access to the internet is seen as 
an absolute key requirement these days. With many respondents feeling that isolation and 
loneliness are some of the most damaging aspects of life at sea today, the use of technology 
to ease these pains is seen as vital to improving the day-to-day experience of seafarers 
and to safeguard retention levels.   There was a surprising focus on fitness too – with many 
respondents stating that gym, swimming pool or exercise equipment are key elements to 
onboard well being. 
While the majority of responses were broadly in line with earlier studies, and perhaps even 
expectations, the one area which posed new concerns was piracy. The number of seafarers who 
saw this as one of the worst aspects of life at sea has almost doubled in 5 years. 
Upon reviewing the responses it was staggering to note that almost a quarter of the serving 
seafarers questioned have experienced a piracy attack, and were considering leaving their job 
due to the threat. 
One contentious areas of serious concern focused on the measures being taken to protect ships 
from piracy. The vast majority believed that shipowners were adhering to the guidance laid 
down as best management practice (BMPs), but the respondents just did not think that BMPs 
work – as over half of those surveyed thought that shipping companies are not doing enough to 
protect vessels. 
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Such a response strongly indicates that seafarers do not perceive BMPs to be adequate 
protective measures. With such misgivings in mind, the seafarers then discussed the additional 
protective measures which they believed to be most effective methods in fighting Piracy. Armed 
guards proved to be the most popular option – almost three quarters of respondents supported 
the use of armed guards on their vessels. However this enthusiasm for onboard security 
was tempered with concerns about having weapons onboard and the fact that the over 88% 
supported the idea of regulation of private maritime security companies. 
While the study did indeed throw up a number of negative views and trends, there were 
a number of positives too. Perhaps most uplifting was the fact that despite the difficulties 
associated with working at sea the overwhelming majority of seafarers had never experienced 
any form of bullying, victimisation or lack of tolerance. The ships, jobs and lifestyle may have 
changed and evolved over decades and even centuries, but it seems that whatever the year 
seafarers remain true in their respect towards themselves and each other.
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